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Abstract 
The aim of the study was to understand how international students’ expectations changed with respect to marriage as a result of 
living in the U.S. The sample consisted of 12 unmarried female graduate students from Turkey who have been living in the 
United States for at least 1 year. Informal, open-ended, and semi-structured interviews were conducted and content analysis 
method was used to assess the obtained data. International students reported that the meaning of marriage became more 
individualistic, more logical and less romantic than before.  
Keywords: International Students, Marriage, Marital Roles. 
1. Introduction 
 
Although marriage is one of the most universally recognized legal and social contracts between two 
individuals, marriage practices show great variability across cultures. Most people in individualist cultures choose 
their romantic partners, marry for love, and tend to believe that love is the most important factor for marriage 
(Zinn & Eitzen, 2005). On the other hand, in collectivistic societies, marriage is seen as joining of extended 
families and is a ‘huge responsibility’ that should not be handled by young people (Tepperman & Wilson, 1993, p. 
73; Hamon & Ingoldsby, 2003; Sherif-Trask, 2003).  To demonstrate this argument, in a study, students were 
asked “if someone had all the qualities you desired, would you marry that person if you were not in love with him 
or her”. The results were indicative of individualistic vs. collectivistic cultural preferences vis-à-vis marriage. 86% 
of American students said no 11% were undecided, and only 3% of students said yes, whereas only 39% of 
Pakistani students said no, 50% said yes, and 11% was undecided (Levine, Suguru,  Tsukasa, & Jyoti, 1995).  
Geographically a bridge between the East and the West, the Republic of Turkey is a traditional and patriarchal 
culture in the process of modernization (Hortacsu, 2003). With a 99% Muslim population, Turkey has been 
referred to as a collectivist culture by many scholars (Göregenli, 1997; Imamoglu, Küller, Imamoglu, & Küller, 
1993). In the Turkish culture, the meaning of marriage and courtship shows great variability based on 
socioeconomic status, educational background, and level of religiosity. The estimated rate of arranged marriages 
in Turkey is fifty percent, although this percentage is significantly lower among the urban, young, and educated 
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(Atalay, Kontas, Beyazit, & Madenoglu, 1992). Currently, in Ankara, capital of Turkey, approximately one fourth 
of marriages is arranged (Hortacsu, 1999). Among the more traditional Turkish families, dating would ruin the 
reputation of a young woman and dishonor her family.  In the more progressive areas on Turkey, two dating trends 
are also on the rise. One of these involves a process in which prospective spouses are introduced by families but 
are free to make their own decisions after a few dates. On the other hand, Western-style love marriages are 
becoming more common among the urban, educated youth (Atalay et al., 1992). While western-style dating is on 
the rise, there is still a clear marriage “script” (Hortacsu, 2003) to be followed.  In other words, choosing a partner 
is a “family-involved mate selection process” (Day, 2010, p. 125) that is highly formal and structured. Through 
this process, families of the youth inquire about each others’ backgrounds, position in the community, on socio-
economic class to make sure that they are compatible with one another (Sherif, 1999). Thus, consistent with 
collectivistic values, harmony not only between the spouses, but between the two families is highly emphasized.  
With rapidly growing number of international students in the U.S., several studies have been conducted to 
understand and facilitate their adaptation to another culture (Mallinckrodt & Leong, 1992; Mori, 2000; Pedersen, 
1991). Even though, international students are developmentally in the process of establishing romantic 
relationships and possibly thinking about marriage, it seems like the change they experience vis-à-vis marriage has 
been neglected in the acculturation literature. The aim of this study was to understand how Turkish international 
female students’ expectations changed with respect to marriage as a result of living in the U.S. 
 
2. Method 
 
2.1. Participants 
 
The sample for the current study was a convenience sample of 12 unmarried female graduate students (6 
masters, 6 PhD) from Turkey who have been living in the United States for at least 1 year. The participants were 
between the ages of 23 and 32 years (M = 26.5 years). Eight women were in a romantic relationship at the time of 
the interview. The length of these relationships varied: Four were in relationship for one month to six months, one 
was in relationship between 6 month-1 year, and two were in relationship for more than a year. Seven participants 
were in an inter-cultural/racial relationship. Out of these intercultural relationships, three of the romantic partners 
were American, one was Lebanese, one was Indian, and one was Scottish.  In terms of religious background, all of 
the participants identified themselves as a Muslim. More than half of the participants identified themselves as 
“somewhat” to “very” religious.  
 
2.2. Data collection and analysis 
 
Informal, open-ended, and semi-structured interviews (accompanied by a demographic questionnaire) that 
averaged 50 minutes in duration were conducted in the native tongue of the participants and of the researchers. 
The interview questions consisted of a variety of topics including the meaning of marital roles, age of marriage, 
expectations related to finances and parenting. This study was mainly interested in two research questions: 
Whether participants’ views in regards to these topics changed as a result of living in the U.S. and if so, how and 
why this shift was experienced. A few sample questions are presented below: 
 Did your attitude about the meaning of marriage change? If so, how? 
 Did your attitude about economic responsibility in marriage change? If so, how? 
 Did your views about inter-cultural, inter-religious marriages have changed? If so, how? 
Each interview was transcribed verbatim by one of the researchers and then, in order to ensure reliability 
and validity was cross-checked by the other researcher as suggested by Lincoln & Guba (1985). Content analysis 
was used to analyze the data.  Codes under each theme were reported in frequencies and exemplar quotes are 
presented in the reporting of the findings. 
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3. Results (Findings) 
 
3.1. Meaning of marriage 
 
0BNine students revealed that their meaning of marriage changed as a result of living in the U.S., remaining three 
students claimed that it is still same as in the home country. The findings showed less romanticism attributed to 
the meaning of marriage for nearly half of the students. For example, Student 2 (32 year old, Ph.D.) said: “I used 
to think about relationships more romantically. Now, I don’t.” In the same way, Student 8 (26 year old, MA) 
1Bsaid: “When I thought about marriage, I used to think about a wedding gown, now I think about finances”.
Similarly, two participants defined the link between dating and marriage in terms of its practicality. Student 10 (23 
years old, Ph.D.): “I think about dating relationships more practically. I think about my partner’s financial 
contributions to a potential marriage and as a future husband who can provide for the family”. Student 11(27 
year old, Ph.D.) said “I used to want a good looking man, but now I think it is more important to have a 
financially stable man with a good education.”
Two participants revealed that marriage became more important in the U.S. because of their feelings of 
loneliness. For example Student 4 (27 years old, MA) said: “In Turkey we have a strong social network and 
support system but people here are more selfish; they think about their individualistic needs. I have been feeling 
very lonely in the U.S. If I need someone, I don’t have anybody here to be there for me, that’s why marriage 
became so much more important”.  
Three students revealed that meaning of marriage has not changed for them. Overall, they defined marriage 
referring to universal values such as love, sharing, cooperation in daily life, having a child and start a family.  
3.2. Timing of marriage  
 
2BRegarding the timing of marriage, the majority of the students reported that their attitudes have not changed. 
Ten students revealed that they already delayed the idea of marriage because they prioritized their education and 
careers over marriage.  For instance, Student  6 (24 year old, MA) reported:“In Turkey, women usually get 
married before the age of 25, but in cities like Istanbul or Ankara, people like myself who are furthering their 
education and focusing on their professions are getting married much later”.  
3BOn the other hand, two students reported that their attitudes changed as a result of living in the U.S. For 
example, Student 1 (26 year old, MA)  reported: “When I was in Turkey, I thought I would get married by 22 or 23 
but now, I think I should get married at a later age. If I had gotten married in Turkey, I would not have had the 
opportunity to come to the U.S. I think people should have enough time to figure out who they really are before 
they decide to get married”. Student 7 (24 year old, MA) also said: “If I stayed in Turkey, I wouldn’t get passed 
the age of 25 before I got married, but now I am thinking I can wait till my 30s. This has a lot to do with the life 
style here. I don’t think I could have become an academic and be married at the same time”.  
 
3.3. Given importance to family expectations regarding marriage 
 
Seven students revealed that the importance that they gave to their families’ opinions and expectations in 
regards to marriage changed as a result of living in the U.S. Three participants reported that they gave less 
importance to what their families think of their potential marriage mate. They particularly explained that the 
reason for this was that they were away from the immediate pressure from their families. Two participants 
reported that as a result of distance, they have learned to rely on their own decisions rather than their families’. 
Two other participants mentioned that they have become more individualistic in regards to their decision making 
process. The tendency to embrace more individualistic values was evident in Student 11’s discussion of her 
parents’ expectations about marriage. She said that she used to value their opinion a lot more about who she 
should marry, how the husband needed to be, however, living in the United States made the importance of her 
parents’ view a lot less important. She added: “Now, I feel like, I should decide about who I want to marry, and 
not my parents. This is my life”. The rest the participants said that their parents’ views and expectations about their 
marriage is still highly important.  
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3.4. Financial responsibility and housework in marriage 
Regarding financial responsibility in marriage, two students reported ‘change’ as a result of living in the U.S., 
ten students claimed that their attitude about financial responsibility is still the same as home country. Those 
students, who reported a change, overall said that they want more egalitarian gender roles when it comes to 
finances and housework. For example, both Student 3 (32 year old, MA) and student 4 (27 year old, MA) reported 
that they used to think that it was the male responsibility to be the breadwinner, but that now they think it should 
be an equal contribution to the household from both partners.  
Some of the participants who reported ‘no change’ mentioned that their views about finances were always 
gender neutral and egalitarian.  Others expected and still expect that men should be in charge of finances. For 
example Student 1 said that it is the responsibility of men to be the head of the household and to provide and that 
even though she plans on working, she sees this as a choice, whereas for men “it is a necessity”.  Student 2 “man
needs to take care of the household; my money should go to my clothes and kids”. Others preferred a gendered role 
distribution in regards to housework and said that housework is the domain of the woman. One of the participants 
who described herself as very religious mentioned: “Housework should be done by the women. Both our culture 
and our religion suggest that this is the woman’s responsibility”. Another student said: “There is no need for the 
man, they can’t really do any of the housework right anyways”.  
3.5. Child rearing 
 In terms of child rearing in marriage, six students revealed that their expectation changed as a result of 
living in the U.S. The other six students reported that their attitude regarding child rearing were still the same as 
home country. Those who mentioned ‘change’ said that because their social support system is much smaller in the 
host country, their expectations from their partners increased. Student 7 (24 years old, MA) said: “Of course my 
expectations have changed about child rearing. It’s only me and my partner. Maybe babysitters too, but they are 
from different cultures. My parents won’t be here, his parents won’t be here, and I will have to rely on my partner 
a lot more”.  Student 9 echoed similar views: “In Turkey, my parents would take care of my child, but here we are 
all alone, we would need to share more of the responsibilities”. Some of the participants who mentioned ‘no 
change’ believed and continue to believe that child rearing should be a shared task between partners. Another 
participant said that child rearing should be the responsibility of women, whereas men should be responsible for 
financial aspects of parenting.  
3.6. Attitude toward intercultural marriage 
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Intercultural marriage was one of the topics in the current study. Seven of the participants said that their 
attitudes became more accepting and positive towards intercultural marriage. For instance, Student 10 mentioned 
that as a result of living in the U.S., she sees intercultural marriage as more normal and acceptable. She explicitly 
added: “Inter-cultural couples that I see look very happy, so, I think that if people are not extremely religious, you 
can be really happy and even possibly happier than you would be with a Turkish man. Because the person you are 
with would attribute a lot of your differences to cultural reasons rather than taking them personally. This is 
especially true for sex and virginity. If I were to ask my male friends, they would say that they would be more 
accepting of a non-virgin foreigner than a Turkish girl.” 
The other five students said their attitudes of intercultural marriage didn’t change and they were already 
accepting towards it while living in Turkey. Among these students, Student 9 (27 years old, Ph.D.) and Student 12 
(27 years old, Ph.D.) reported to have already had intercultural dating experiences in Turkey before. Student 5 (30
years old, Ph.D.) revealed that after having an experience of intercultural dating realized that “she cannot ever 
think of herself as marrying a non-Turkish person because she does not feel comfortable expressing her feelings in 
English. She said “how am I supposed to talk about my problems with my partner in my second language? It takes 
away from the whole interaction. This is why I have not changed my mind at all. I think that all of my interactions 
with Americans are superficial because of language barriers. How am I supposed to say “I love you” to the 
person I love in English? I can’t just say ‘I love you’”.  
   
3.7. Amount of time spent with partner 
 
 When talking about the amount of time spent with partner, eleven participants reported a significant change. 
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Student 12 said that while she was in Turkey she found it difficult to have personal time and space for herself 
away from her romantic relationship. She added: “In Turkey, couples are so enmeshed, they do everything 
together, and here I find it comforting to spend some time alone, or with different friends and do what I would like 
to really do as opposed to what my partner or others want me to do”. 
3.8. Sexual expectations  
  With respect to sexual expectations from partner, five participants reported change as a result of 
living in the U.S. Student 5 said: “Living in U.S. made me think that it’s not such a bad thing to be self-focused in 
bed and have my needs met. In Turkey, I always thought about sex as pleasing the other person, and never once 
have I thought about my own needs and wants. However, now I see that my needs are just important as my 
partner’s needs”. Three students who reported ‘no change’ reported that satisfaction from sex should be equal. 
However, other four students made implications about how important it is to satisfy the needs of a man.   
4. Discussion 
 
Our results suggest that living in an individualistic culture impacted certain aspects of Turkish students’ 
expectations of marriage. One of the main themes that emerged was that participants’ understanding of marriage 
became more individualistic, more practical, and less romantic.  Participants emphasized the importance of 
financial status and education level as the essential factors effecting marriage, which could be attributed to 
acculturation or developmental needs of the participants.  Participants have especially experienced a significant 
amount of change in regards to meaning of marriage, importance given to families’ views, amount of time spent 
with their partner, and their sexual expectations. Their expectations have become more in line with individualistic 
values such as focus on self and less importance given to conformity.  
On the other hand, the several of participants revealed that their attitudes were still the same as in the home 
country in regards to timing of marriage, inter-cultural marriages, financial and housework responsibilities. These 
participants’ views were already consistent with individualistic values, thus living in the U.S. didn’t impact their 
expectations significantly. This might be a consequence of the characteristics of the participants: higher socio-
economic background and higher educational attainment than the traditional Turkish women. Language barriers were 
also mentioned as a factor explaining why some of the participants did not change. These participants found it hard to 
connect with the American society, especially in regards to romantic relationships.  
This study has important implications both for researchers and clinicians in understanding international 
students and immigrants’ views of marriage and the change process that they go through in adapting to the 
American culture. Future research should use quantitative methods in order to better understand how 
individualistic vs. collectivistic values lead to adaptation in the host country for each gender.  
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